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Integration at Western Kentucky University 
Jason Brown 
24 February 2004 
Honors Colloquia 
The violent scene that accompanied integration at most southern universities, 
most notable the image of Alabama governor George Wallace standing in the doorway at 
the University of Alabama, was not mirrored by that of Western Kentucky University. 
While the surrounding Bowling Green community remained mostly d ivided by the color 
line, there was littl e protest or problem surrounding the admittance of the first African 
Americans into Western . 
Even before Western's admission of black students, administrators maintained a 
passion for African American students. Lowell Harri son' s history of WKU, aptly titled 
Western Kentucky University, notes black sympathies expressed by Western's earliest 
president, including Henry Hardin Cherry and his successor, Paul Garrett. Harrison notes 
that Cherry worked to bridge the gap between the Kentucky Education Association and 
the Negro Education Association. In fac t, C.B. Nicho ls, principal of Booker T. 
Washington High School in Ashland wrote to Cherry in 1926 the following memo: " I 
appreciate everything you are doing for the advancement of my race. " I Garrett not only 
pledged his support to president R.B. Atwood of Kentucky State Coll ege, a traditiona l 
all-black school , but also served on a Governor's Advisory Committee dealing with 
African American education. In a letter to the president of Eastern Kentucky University, 
Garrett wrote, " I have felt for a great many years that the Negroes of the state are due on 
first-class college, and I hope we may lie to see them get it." 2 Despite this sentiment, 
African Americans were still denied admission under the Day Law of 1904, which 
maintained a strict color code. 
The landmark Brown vs. Board of Education case was not the point of the sword 
for integration of Kentucky's public higher education, rather, the case was much closer to 
home. Louisvillian Lyman T. Johnson sued for admission into the University of 
Kentucky ' s graduate school because Kentucky State, the all-black college, did not offer 
the coursework he wanted. The University of Kentucky did not appeal and, according to 
Harrison, "over two dozen blacks enrolled in the graduate college" in Lexington. 3 The 
amendment of the Day Law, to allow blacks into colleges only if their chosen coursework 
was unavailable at Kentucky State, was a precursor to the Kentucky Council on Public 
Higher Education's ruling to allow the admission of black student. Kelly Thompson, the 
acting president of Western Kentucky who had himself rejected black applicants to hi s 
school ,3 was the spearhead behind the ruling. In the summer of 1956, Thompson himself 
proposed African American admission and the motion passed unanimously. 
The change in the policy, announced in the May 24th issue of the Park City Daily 
News, simply stated that the integration of the Western Kentucky University would 
commence in the following summer term, of 1956, with the admission of " 12-15 Negro 
students all doing graduate work" 4 The integration of Western was closely followed by 
the desegregation of Bowling Green public schools. 
The integration of Western Kentucky University lacked the drama surrounding 
that at other universities. Despite its southern location, and the southern racial mores of 
the Bowling Green area, Western enjoyed a fairly calm integration. Because of the 
affordable price of the university, it quickly became a popular destination for African 
American students. In his book, Breaking Barriers, one of the first African American 
undergraduate and athletes admitted to WKU and the first black coach at any university 
in Kentucky, Clem Haskins, calls WKU, " the leader in the south in integration". II 
Haskins' statement is reflected in the enrollment numbers. By 1962 there were sixty-five 
African American students, both graduate and undergraduate. While these students lived 
off-campus, and most found it difficult to receive housing because of racial 
considerations, the numbers of black students continued to grow. In 1970, Western 's four 
hundred and thirty-seven African American students belonged out of the student body of 
ten thousand one hundred and forty five ranked second in the state of Kentucky to only 
Kentucky State, a traditional all-black school. s While other Kentucky campuses were 
caught in the throes of protest, namely Murray State University and the University of 
Louisville, confrontation was kept to a minimum with only one sit-in protest recorded, 
dealing with the placement of a black cheerleader on the varsity squad. 7 Western ' s 
campus also housed an anti-bias institute for the integration of public schools . . 
Harrison, however, notes that "differences (between the races) were legion, and 
adjustments were slow." 8 There was, however, some clash between the races. In an April 
5th , 1970 article of the Louisville Courier Journal , a roundtable discussion with African 
Americans, including dean-to-be Howard Bailey, outlines the " folk segregation" that 
existed on the Hill . S These students made mention of the lack of places for blacks to 
gather, the lack of classes focusing on the African American experience, and the non-
existent organizations for black students to join. Further, a female student noted that her 
skin co lor di squalified her from being Homecoming Queen, and thus competed instead in 
the Miss Black Western pageant, which still continues today. S 
While Harri son attributes the smooth desegregation to Thompson and hi s 
admini stration, he also notes the important ro le athletics played in reconciling white 
students with their African American counterparts. The outstanding athletes recruited in 
1963 onl y made up a fracti on of the student body and yet had a profound impact on 
Hilltopper basketball and racial sentiments at the schoo l. Crowds arrived in throngs to see 
Clem Haskins and Dwight Smith , the first black athletes in WK U hi story, push the 
basketball program to new heights as the All-Americans compil ed a 66-15 record over 
their three varsity years which included one N IT appearance and two NCAA tournament 
appearances with a questi onable foul ca lled that would have sent the Hilltoppers to the 
nati onal championship game. Clem Haskins would later coach at WK U and earn National 
Coach of the Year Honors at the Univers ity of Minnesota in 1997 9 Another Afri can 
American athlete, Jim McDaniels spurned becoming the first African American athlete to 
play under the Universi ty of Kentucky's Adolph Rupp and instead was a three-time AII-
Ameri can at Western 's already integrated program. While Hask ins himself notes that the 
same people that cheered for the team spurned them in the community because of their 
co lor, the importance of the All -American Afri can American Hilltopper teams cannot be 
ignored. Although crowds packed E.A. Diddl e Arena to cheer on the Hilltoppers, and did 
so with Confederate fl ags waved to the tune of "Dixie" (a practi ce which ceased in 1970) 
10, A frican Ameri can athl etes no doubt soothed the ruffl ed feathers of otherwise 
segregationist students. 
On the present-day hill , Western boasts not only a Black Student Union, but also a 
number of traditi onally black sorori ties and fratern ities alongside a Minority Student 
Affairs department and a curricu lum in African American studies. While Western has 
been under fire for its minori ty-teacher hiring practices, it boasts a thri ving community 
that embraces all people regardless of color. Western has not been immune to the 
problems surrounding desegregation. With that said however, Western has served as a 
model for the integrati on and fa ir treatment of students, regardless of race. 
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